«22	A LIBERAL INTERLUDE
labour politics in the industrial north; and a Bradford Labour
Union was formed with 3,000 paying members. At the 1892
election this body came near returning Ben Tillett for East Brad-
ford against a sitting liberal manufacturer. Oilier labour unions
sprang up elsewhere, and a special stimulus was the return to
parliament for West Ham (South) of J. Keir Hardie, the avowed
leader of the movement to withdraw trade-union officials from
the liberal camp, to which most of them still resorted. In January
1893 a national conference of labour and socialist organizations
was held at Bradford, with Keir Hardie in the chair, to co-ordi-
nate these local and sporadic efforts under a national organiza-
tion. The result was the formation of the Independent Labour
Party* Lord Snowden has recently characterized this as 'the
most important political event of the nineteenth century'.1 On
any reckoning it was a great starting-point. For the first time
a popular socialist party was founded in England on thoroughly
English lines, deriving from and appealing to what were then
the natural channels of working-class expression in the industrial
areas, viz. the trade unions and the nonconformist chapels. Com-
pared with the incurable exoticism of the Social Democratic
Federation or even the middle-class cleverness of the Fabian
Society, the 'LL.P.* represented an enormous advance towards
making practical socialism a genuine popular issue*
Nevertheless the early years of the new organization were not
prosperous* It failed to achieve any mass-conversion of the trade
unions, and settled down to an uphill process of enrolling indi-
viduals and organizing branches, Though the weakness and
dissensions of liberalism after Gladstone retired gave it some
recruiting opportunities, on the whole it suffered more from the
common submergence of the left by the popularity of unionist
imperialism. Keir Hardie lost his seat in 1895, an^ there was no
compensating win elsewhere, Two things alone saved it over
these difficult times. One was the almost incredible self-devotion
of its rank and file, fired by an idealism like that of religious
evangelists. The other was the stupid and grudging attitude of
the local liberal associations. Each was run, as a rule, by a group
of middle-class people, who had no use for a candidate without
funds; and so, though organizations like those of the miners
could buy their way into liberal seats, they were closed to indi-
vidual gifted aspirants* Even when the latter would otherwise
1 Vwcottnt Snowdew, An Autobiography (1934), i* 53*

